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There are times in life when we simply don't 
feel clean. We feel our sin is ever before us, that 
we have not prayed enough, that we have not 
done enough to make the world a better place, 
that we have kept more for ourselves than we 
have shared with others, and that we have 
allowed cynicism to creep in. 

It is something like a hangover. My worst 
hangover was not alcohol-induced, but junk food – 
my personal nemesis. 

It was my senior year in college at 2am and 
suddenly I got a craving…Hardees Biscuits. The 
first was an egg and steak biscuit with extra 
cheese. Hmmm! The flaky biscuit with ooey, gooey 
cheese was scrumptious. But one wasn't enough! 
The second was smoked sausage with egg, cheese, 
and chili sauce. The spicy smoked meat with that 
zesty chili sauce was rapturous. That is until the 
next morning. 

I woke up in a stupor and I felt so awful; I could 
feel the grease just oozing out my pores. I had an 
inkling how bad I was going to feel but I couldn’t 
stop at just one. I wanted that extra biscuit and 
the entire next day a cloud of misery, guilt, and 
nausea kept me curled in bed. 

According to some scholars, King David wrote 
Psalm 51 when he felt spiritually unclean from the 
inside. “Create in me a clean heart!” He cries out. 
He wanted a clean heart the way I wanted a clean 
colon. But a vegetable diet and plenty of fiber 
would not make his feeling go away. 

Instead of a juice cleanse, he needed a soul 
cleanse. 

The belief is David wrote this after his 
treacherous murder of Uriah the Hittite. His sin 
was like a necrotic festering sore that burrowed 
deep inside, a place he could not reach without 
radical surgery. Psalm 51 feels like a frantic plea to 

become clean as he utters one desperate phrase 
after another, “Blot out, wash, cleanse, purge, 
wash (again!)”. Finally he begs for that radical 
surgery. He wants his heart to be recreated and a 
new spirit put within him; a transplant only God 
can perform. 

As one pastor observed,  
The verb "create" reminds the worshiper 
of God's act of creation in Genesis. Only 
the God who gave shape to the void can 
give shape to the chaos of our lives. Only 
the God who created the heavens and 
earth can create the clean heart and new 
beginning that we seek. 

But there is one stipulation God requires 
before this surgery will be performed – a broken 
and contrite heart. It seems the current wisdom of 
A.A. about hitting rock bottom has been known for 
eons. 

But this broken spirit is not one that breaks our 
true spirit. But the rebellious one, the one that 
wants what it wants, when it wants, no matter 
what. This is the spirit of the 2-year-old whose 
tantrum must be played out. Something like that 
Korean airline executive last December. 

Heather Cho, airline heiress and executive of 
Cabin service, was, now this is shocking, served 
macadamia nuts in a bag instead of on a plate. She 
threw a tantrum and demanded that the plane 
taxi back to the gate so she could dismiss the flight 
attendant. A Korean court found her guilty of 
forcing a flight to change its route, obstructing the 
flight’s captain in the performance of his duties, 
forcing a crew member off a plane, and assaulting 
a crew member. As she spends her year in prison 
she wrote, “I know my faults and I’m very sorry.”  

That unclean feeling is like an infection that 
hurts for the pain is meant to lead us to healing. 
Unfortunately, all too often we suppress the guilt, 
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ignore the symptoms and as surely as an open 
wound, it will fester. 

Rather than suppress and deny this guilt, God 
wants us to turn to Him with it. Saint Ignatius of 
Loyola was a 16th century Spanish knight. After 
being seriously wounded in battle, he underwent a 
conversion, devoted his life to God, became a 
priest, and founded the Jesuits. He wrote Spiritual 
Exercises, a prayer book meant to develop a 
disciplined, spiritual life that would lead us to 
become increasingly aware of Christ’s presence in 
our lives and enable us to commit to following 
Him. 

Part of the Ignatian prayer regiment is to ask 
for an awareness of sin. This is the exact opposite 
of our modern lives. We seek to avoid guilt and 
awareness of our own faults, like we do paying 
taxes. Our society counts admitting weakness as 
perhaps the greatest weakness of all, so we 
suppress them. In fact, in sublimating our own sin, 
our pain becomes redirected as arrows shot at the 
offenses of our neighbor. But Jesus tells us to 
focus on our own sins not our neighbors. Take the 
log out of your own eye, He tells us, and let God 
do the judging. Ironically, the more time we spend 
shooting arrows at our neighbor, the less we have 
an awareness of our own sin which, in turn, 
prevents us from experiencing that broken spirit 
so critical to opening ourselves to God’s cleansing 
power. 

But Ignatius wants us to bathe in it; to feel it in 
the depth of our beings with the same intensity as 
King David. He challenges us to pray for an inner 
awareness of our sin and to feel the disorientation 
that results. 

Ignatius’ method sounds rather depressing, 
but it turns out to be the opposite and it turns on 
the nature of sin. Sin is an act of drawing away 
from God, of putting distance between God and us 
(Think about the prodigal son in the far off country 
living amongst pigs). The pain we feel from sin and 
its disorientating effects is the pain of living our 

lives in the far-off country, away from the loving, 
protecting presence of God. 

Charlotte Prather, author of A Generous 
Openness: Praying the Spiritual Exercises of Saint 
Ignatius writes, 

To suffer the dreadful absence of God is a 
genuine experience of the effects of sin, 
for the disorientation, unrest, and despair 
caused by sin is exactly the experience of 
having lost the center of our lives, that 
which gives us meaning, peace, and joy. To 
feel the sense of loss of God in prayer is a 
very precious experience, for in it we learn 
that we would rather suffer any other loss. 
To know, love, and delight in the Lord 
becomes something we begin to value 
more. This is grace. 

Thus the pain of sin we experience is meant to 
create an awareness within us of our deep need 
for God, Christ’s presence, and His grace. It is 
meant to re-order the hierarchy of our wants and 
desires so that our passion for the Lord’s presence 
burns brighter and stronger than anything else. 

In this lifetime we will never achieve 
perfection from sin nor a perfectly pure yearning 
for the presence of God. However, in spite of our 
failures, we are not to think of ourselves as 
miserable worms. Rather we cultivate a 
paradoxical duality. 

An 18th century Rabbi Simcha Bunim of Poland 
explains,  

Everyone must have two pockets, with a 
note in each pocket, so that he or she can 
reach into the one or the other, depending 
on the need. When feeling lowly and 
depressed, discouraged or disconsolate, 
one should reach into the right pocket, 
and, there, find the words: "For my sake 
was the world created." 
But when feeling high and mighty one 
should reach into the left pocket, and find 
the words: "I am but dust and ashes." 

Thus we read in Psalm 51 “I was born guilty a 
sinner when my mother conceived me” and then 
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in Psalm 139 “I am fearfully and wonderfully 
made.” 

Rabbi Simcha reminds us that even though we 
are sinners, that does not define who we are. 

God created the world for your sake. God 
made you and fashioned you as a unique, blessed, 
and beloved person meant for love and purpose. 
Psalm 51, far from putting us in a place of misery 
and guilt, does the opposite. It enables us to be 
washed and clean by the love of God in Jesus 
Christ, awakening us to the depth of His love for 
us. As creations of a perfect God, a God of love 
and power, we, too, are beings of light and 
goodness. 

It makes us aware of the profound truth of 
who you and I truly are and will become fully in 
the life to come – Blessed beings of love, joy, 
peace; beings of light and life; people of goodwill 
of humility and generosity. By going through life 
with these two pockets, and pulling the notes out 
at the right time, we will become people centered 
on the Truth about ourselves and God. 

 


